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Denied Expectations
by Ann Ellswort h_

Henry James manipu lates his readers unmercifully in " The Figure in
the Carpet:' There are always lu res, always tentative hopes that the secret,
which is variously and curiously described, will in the end be made plain.
In spite of the narrator's dashed expectations and waning enthusiasm to
know what Vereker thought was the essential feature of his work, we
readers still wonder. This paper will examine some of the ways that James
arouses our desire for knowledge and meaning . By thwart ing this desire,
James tosses the gauntlet at our feet. It is the reader's task, not the writer's,
at this point to struggle with indeterminacy and to discern meaning.
During my first reading, my attention was directed primarily to and by
t he narrator. I found him to be candid , opportunistic, and amusing. I
rese nted his vulnerability to the lure of Vereker's secret because I found
it to be my own as well. He was truly functioning as my surrogate in the
text and I resisted but could not total ly avoid sharing his obsession . I did
not suspect the narrator of duplicity although I noticed his manipulation
o n both the physical and narrative levels. He rearranges the periodicals
so as to ensure Vereker's encounter with his review (282) and , despite
revel ations of his being humiliated and tantalized , remains in a powerful
position as storyteller. Gwendolen appeared to me on first reading
re markably self-possessed, a figure paired in some obscure way with
Vereker because she was also a novelist, yet as one who was too summa rily dispatched by the narrator. It was not clear whether she actual ly
exercised the power of the secret, or indeed , whether she was ever truly
in possession of it. As a suspicious reader, I would have we lcomed a
decisi ve action on her part, a distinctive demonstration of her knowledge.
As it is, we get the narrator's report of her luminosity and her one good
line: "I do n't 'review; ... I'm reviewed" (308). If she knows t he secret,
she apparent ly derives no overt power fro m it other than her refu sal to
d isclose it to the narrato r.
The most intriguing q uestions ra ised during my fi rst read ing we re 1) W hy
wo uld lovers be more apt to discover Ve re ker's secret than an indivi dua l?
2) What, if anyth ing, is James telling us about how to read his work?
3) W hy is the author prese nted as quarry o r p rey? and 4) Is this a story
abo ut the autho r's fai led intention to communi cate o r the critic's failu re
to understa nd? I also wo ndered about the connecti on between death and
interpretatio n si nce the o nly characters to c laim knowledge of Vereker's
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sec ret died . Wh at a heavy penalty to pa y for knowledge! It almost makes
the unendurable delay and withold ing of info rmation seem th e preferabl e
altern ative.
On seco nd reading I found myself paying more particular attention to
details th at I had not noticed at first. I also found that many of th e same
images that I thought significant on first reading intensified. I tried to puzz le
out more fro m th e names, e.g. H ugh-hew (to shape or cut down with
an axe) , Vereker-suggestive of truth (L. veritas )=truth shaper; Bridges as
the name of Lady Jane's hou se; Cor vick-perhaps derived from t he Latin
corvus meaning crow1; and Gwendolen, whose name means white or
pa le (Chambers 162). Th e titles of book s by \iereker and Gwendolen
seemed significant. It is rath er odd that Gwendol e n's first two publ ished
books are mentioned by title but t hat her third is not. Her first novel, a
trilogy written at the age of nineteen , is Deep Down . Her second novel ,
written after she claims possession of Vereker's sec ret, is Overmastered .
(Who is " overmastered " by whom we ma y wonder.) Vereker's only work
mentioned by title is The Right of Way . Perhaps the most damning name
of all is the one James reserves for the critical review. He calls it The Middle.
The narrator never becomes known by a name, perhaps so that the reader
may more easily identify with him .
Vereker's remark "All I pretend is th at the author doesn't see - .
anything" made me ask why an author should fe ign lack of vision or sight.
This led me to wonder whether this was a kind of Emperor's New Cloth es
phenomenon in reverse, i.e. anyo ne who sees anything here is wrong and
a ninny. Yet the possibi lity that lovers could see what others might not
directed my attention to Gwendolen and Corv ick. On second read in g the
Freudian innue ndoes and sex ual metaphors in the transactions between
Gwen and George seemed much more obvious. The narrator uses the
word " tip" with special emphas is on several occasions. Vereker mentions
that he does not want to give anybody "what I be li eve you clever young
men call the tip:' At the end of section IV, the narrator has tried unsuccessfully to get Vereker to revea l more. After mentioni ng that he was never
to see Vereker aga in, he wonders "where he had got his tip:' Th e word
"tip" has multiple connotations of clue, pe n, and iceberg which, conve rging w ith the stro ng image of t he father absenting himself, give this
word phallic value. This suggestion is st rengthen ed in section IX when
th e narrator is surpri sed after Corvick's death to find that Gwendol en
"co uld come to feel th e possession of a tec hnical tip, a piece of literary
experience, a co unterpoise to her grief." Here th e tip ass uages th e gri ef
caused by Corvick's de ath . The untimel y dea th of the groom during hi s
honeymoon ce rtai nly conjures th e image of pa ss ion s at their peak being
utterly dashed. Gwendolen's witholding of th e tip is for the narrator " th e
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final tap on t he nai l t hat was to fix fast my luc kless idea , co nve rt it into
the obsession" (3 07). This tim e t he ph allic image is w hat fo rces t he narrator to cont in ue at the mo ment w hen he might have re nounced his
fruitless quest . The attractive ness of the secret is enhanced by both
Vereker's and Gwen dolen's equating it to t he liie force in the phrases "the
organ of life 11 (288) and "It's my life" (307).
Another curious image which involves the tip and other phallic image ry
is the description of how Gwendolen and George approach the problem
o f discovery. George is likened to a chess player attended
by t he pale but increasingly handsome Gwen who faces the ghostly form
of Vereker ((295). Th e game-playing image gives way to the dead ly (and
pha llic) hunter/quarry one in which Corvick would " bring down the animal
with his own rifle.11 Gwendolen, in contrast, wants to trap Vereker,
presumably to take him alive. "She says she requires another tip:' Corvic k is adamant about preventing that even though he is wi lling to risk
going to India, during which time she might possibly get a tip from the
narrator or Vereker.
Shortly following the chess game metaphor, Gwendolen is pictured as
a gambler (298). This image of her as "of the ve ry type ... one had met
in the temples of chance" is very much at odds with statements which
immed iately precede it. Just before, Corvick has remarked that she is "quite
inc redibly literary11 and the narrator, that " literature was a game of skill:'
The narrator seems to make a distinction between games of skill and games
of chance but shifts to portray Gwen as a compulsive ga m bler with "fixed eyes" who "extravaga nt[ly] . . . lived fo r the art of t he pen. H er passion visibly preyed on her, and in her presence I felt almost tepid" (298).
Now it is Gwen who, like Vereker, has become prey, albeit to her own
passion. Does she lose skilled control under this pass ion, and why is the
narrator "almost tepid"? Her passion either m ust ra ise his te mperature
from cold to lukewa rm or rob him of some of his fire (torc h and flame
imagery is abundant in this quest) . He looks at her fi rst novel again . Deep
Down is found to be a "desert in which she had lost herself, but in which
too she had dug a wonderful hole in the sand -a cav ity out of w hic h Corvi ck had still more remarkably pulled her11 (298).
This brings us to the thoroughly puzzling on-again off-again engagement of Gwendolen and George. At the beginning of t he sto ry she is
presumab ly willing and ready to marry but for her mothe r's objections.
It is not clear why she would marry George or whet her she is fin ancia ll y
se lf-sufficient, w ith or wit hout whatever inh eritance she may ex pect. The
na rrator's expectation t hat she will imm edi ate ly d iv ul ge th e ex istence of
Vere ker's sec ret is denied by her "a rd ent response [w hi c h] was in itse lf
a pledge of d isc reti on" (2 93) . George an d Gwendole n's unfettered intimacy
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is very much the em \ of the narrato r. But he is as mu ch puzz led as we
are by the contradict ions wh ich occur in respec t to wh eth er th ey were
engaged at the time Corvic k anno un ced hi s di scovery. Th e onl y glimm er
which comes to me is t hat th e love rs' intim acy is suggestive of th at of a
reade r (crit ic) wi t h a text. Th e re is rea ll y no point to th e sec recy of
read ing/int erp retation unl ess it, Ii ke sex ual union , invo lves privacy, ti me,
engagement, and someti mes resiste nce. Interpretat ion ca nnot be w itnes·sed
or part icipa ted in by ot hers; even Gwe ndo len and George do not succeed jointly. It is highly intuitive and comes in a flas h-the gestalt o r tota l
pattern as opposed to the pieces or individual threads. Possess ion of the literary text as symbolized by Corvick's marriage to Gwendolen is shortli ved
and in his case spelled death to the possessor. Ross Chambers sees
t he marriage as be ing Corvick's reward for becoming t he cr it ical victor
(162) . He sees her as becomi ng vul nerab le through her own desire to know
Vereker's secret and y ielding herself only after he possesses it. Co rvick's
own assertion t hat it will be Vereker who "shal l crown me victor-with
the critical laurel" (296) seems to locate the power struggle between
Vereker and Corvick. However, Corvick's letter promising that he will tell
Gwendolen only after they are married seems to be all the persuasion
that was needed for her to finall y take that step (30 1). Th is is despite Corvick's earlier insistence to the narrator that they were "not a bit engaged" (297). It seems inconsistent w ith her character to let curiosity tip the
scale at this point. I would have liked to see her force the secret and then
decide vvhether to marry Corvick.
Gwen's " impregnation" with the secret leads to the high ly ambiguous
production of Overmastered. 0\ ermastered by Vere ker perhaps? Or has
Gwendolen overmastered someone or something herself? Evidence is scant
and indetermina nt, nor is t here exp lanation for her subsequent marriage
to Drayton Deane after the narrator has noted her "consummate independence." This independence seems to consist of the possession of
her indomitable, incontrovertible know ledge of Vereker's work after the
latter's death has occurred. Her remarriage signals to the narrator the possible " fruit " that wi ll be born in the work of her husba nd, a reversal of
the natu ral order. The narrator 's expectation is completely frustra ted,
however, for Deane's \\'Ork does not flourish, and Gwendolen's third novel
is deemed inferior to her previo us work . Are we to suspect that there was
no secret ? Or that kn owledge of t he secret diminished her ability? Or that
the narrato r's envy oi Gwendo len simply resulted in a "sour grapes"
evaluation of her wo rk? After G\\endolen's adamant refusal to impart the
secret to the narrator. one can not help but suspect t hat t he exasperated
narrator simplv kills her for re\enge, as we might drop the reading of a
text that simpl y \\ithheld too m uch. He and we are left not only with
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unappeased des ire fo r Vereker's sec ret but th e un sett led fee ling that w hen
Gwen dol en " st ruck li ght" she m ay have rad iated and extin gui shed it
si m ulta neo usly.
If o ne accepts Ro land Barthes's idea of t he plaisir du texte as bei ng
analogo us to sexual pleasure, and I do, t hen o ne is ju st ifi ed in t he expectatio n of jo uissance as a result of one's pleas urable enco u nter w ith the
text: Wh en t he ju icin ess leads nowh ere, fru stration and anger result, as
is demo nstrated by th e narrato r. In li ght of our knowledge of reade rres ponse theory, it cou ld be sa id that it is o ur ow n respons ibil ity to ach ieve
w hatever moments of bliss are to be had-which, in fac t, some reade rs
and read in gs did . From my perspective it looks as if they had to manage
this with prec ious little help from the text. Jonathan Culler wou ld say that
these diverse readi ngs are the result not of vagueness or the various readers
projecting themselves into the text, but rath er "from the potential reversibility of every figure. Any figure can be read referentially or rhetorically" ("Prolegomena" 65).
Barthes insists that we recognize the distinction between figuration and

representation:
Figuration is the way in which the erotic body appears (to whatever degree
and in whatever form that may be) in the profile of the text. For example:
The author may appear in his text (Genet, Proust [or James]) , but not in the
guise of direct biography . .. Or again: one can feel desire for a character
in a novel (in fleeting impulses) . Or finally : the text itself, a diagrammatic
and not an imitative structure, can reveal itself in the form of a body, split
into fetish objects, into erotic sites. All these movements attest to a figure
of the text, necessary to the bliss of reading .. .
Representation, on the other hand, is embarassed figuration, encumbered
with other meanings than that of desire: a space of alibis (reality, morality,
likelihood, readability, truth , etc. ) . . . Of course, it very often happens that
representation takes desire itself as an object of imitation; but then, such desire
never leaves the frame, the picture; it circulates among the characters; if it
is a recipient, that recipient remains interior to the fiction (consequently, we
can say that any semiotics that keeps desire within the configuration of those
upon whom it acts, however new it may be, is a semiotics of representation.
That is what representation is: when nothing emerges, when nothing leaps
out of the frame: of the picture, the book, the screen) . (470-71)

Though Bart hes notes that "The text of pleasure is not necessa rily the text
that recounts pleasures" and that " the text of bliss is never th e text that
reco unts t he kind of b liss affo rded lite rall y by an ejaculation;' (409) I still
fee l t hat I have been c heated afte r so me reaso nab le expectati o ns were
aro used. Fi rst, I have com e to thin k of James as bein g se nsiti ve to wo men
an d the unnecessary limitat io ns im posed by gend er in th e soc iety in which
he li ved, yet he makes Gwendolen a c haracter who is never ful ly independe nt and lets her d ie in chi ld birth . I also know t hat he does not wr ite
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about a lot of sexually fu lfi lied c haracte rs. Nonetheless, the degree of
withholding of information from the reader after expectations are raised
in " The Figure in the Carpet" makes the task of reading unduly confusing and bewildering. It is not de lay to enhance the ultimate gratification
when there is no ultimate gratification . It points to the fact that James,
like Vereker, in the end could not let go of his "little secret;' his "organ
of life:' The reader who lus\s after unity or the narrator's completion of
the hero's task is liable to be confronted instead by a manipulative author,
flashing his pen , but not to illuminate so much as to confound. Even if
one sets aside the perception of unity or feeling of closure as being "old
fashioned " objectives of reading, there ought to be a sense of multiple
valid readings emerging . Fortunately, the other papers in this series
demonstrate that this is possible. Unfortunately for me, this text stubbornly
resists my (many) overtures. The multitude of unanswered questions and
conflicting bits of evidence amount to a desire that circulates within the
text, the figure remaining in the carpet and never leaping out.

Note
1

It is in teresting to ponde r th e co nnection between a litera ry criti c and a bird t hat is raucous
and feed s on carr io n. James had ea rli er named an im po rtan t character in Portra it of a
Lad y M ada me M erl e. M erl e means bl ac kb ird . Vereker and M ad ame M erl e share th e
di stin ct ion of bein g pol ished surfaces, havin g no angles and both embody th e shad ow y
d ark sid e of hum an nature.
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Postscri pt: A Weaver's N ote on
How Figu res Get l;nto Carpets
Since Henry James se lected " t he fi gure in t he carpet" as his meta ph o r
for what was th e essence of Vereker's w i iting, it is interesting to pursue
it to see how it hold s up when pressured w ith weave r's tec hnol ogy. To
a weaver, a fi gu re in a carpet w ou ld mea n a pattern or design th at co ul d
be put th ere in several d ifferent ways. The si mplest methods w ould be
alternatio ns of different co lored t hrea ds in either wa rp or weft, or both,
to produce horizo ntal o r ve rti ca l stri pes or ch ec ks. Va riation s can produce more comp licated co lo r and weave effects.
Anoth er sim p le meth od of p roducing a design is by tapest ry weaving
in w hic h the st ruct ural or warp th reads are complete ly hidden or covered
by the weft . Th is is a hand manipu lated weave al lowin g compl ex represe ntatio nal pattern s to develop., W eavers o f tapestry oft en work from a d rawing kn own as a cartoon and see only the w rong side of t he wo rk as it
is in progress. The surface facing th e weave r so metimes becomes a de nse
tangl e of loose hangi ng ends wh ich more or less obscure t he figure in
the carpet. The tapest ry loo m is a single frame wh ich keeps t he warp
th reads under tensio n. Th ere is mini mal , or sometim es no mechanical
manipu latio n of th reads.
.
.
A nother way to put a figu re in a carpet is w ith a pi le surface. Th is usu all y
hides the st ructu ra l warp th reads and th e pil e may be long or short; looped
or cut. Pattemwil l emerge w hen the pile surface is cut to different length s
o r w hen cut and loo ped ends are arra nged in designs. Th e threads of t he
pi le surface ca n be varied in co lo r to prod uce ex tre mely intricate des igns,
t he so rt of t ;acery whi c h we kn ow in th e ori ental ru g. Wh eri these rugs
are wove n by hand , t he warp thread s are taut o n a ve rti ca l loo m and th e ·
weave r in se rts each sho rt piece ofya rrl around two wa rp threads so t hat
row by row th e pil e builds up. Late r th e surfa ce can be trimm ed to an
even length or carved to enh ance the pattern already establish ed by colo r.
0

0

In th ese method s there is no mec hanica l act io n of th e loo m whi ch
creates pattern . Th at possi bility does exist in more co mpl ex loo mswhi ch
va ry th e weave stru cture to produ ce intricate design s in th e web or inte rlace ment of t hreads. It seems likely th at H enry James had in mind the
ori ental pil e carpet or perhaps a ru g woven in th e tapestry technique. Th e
design in either of these truly wou ld be spread thro ughout, not localized .
It would be an integral part of th e stru cture, not a surface orn amentatio n.
It wo uld com e into bein g throu gh ca reful craft smanshi p and mu ch patience in addin g onl y on e tiny element (thread o r word ) at a time, but
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on ly th at eleme nt w hic h belo ngs exact ly in a ce rtai n place in th e overa ll
design. Th e resu ltant sple nd o r wo ul d be mu c h greater th an th e su m of
its parts (try rear ranging_the wo rds of a James se ntence or pa rag raph fo r
immediate proof) . Thus, Ja mes c hose a ve ry apt meta pho r for t he complex ity of language and wri ting, o ne w hic h is still bei ng used by th eo rists
and literary critics. Per haps that is beca use the relati o n is bu ilt into th e
lan guage itself in wo rds derived fro m th e Latin textus and texere (to weave
or com pose) . Hence, text, texture and text ile have been intimates for a
long, long ti m e.
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